308         THE     DON     FLOWS     HOME
" Keep up behind me ! " and put his horse into a gallop,
simultaneously baring his sabre.
When he had covered some forty yards he looked back.
Fomin, Kaparin, Chumakov and several other men were
following at a furious gallop, some twenty yards behind
him. The machine-guns in the forest had stopped firing;
only the one on the extreme right was rattling away with
short, angry bursts at the Fomin men scrambling around
the baggage wagons. But that last machine-gun also
suddenly stopped, and Gregor realised that the attackers
were now right on top of the camp, and that the men left
behind were being sabred. So he guessed from the desperate
shouts, from the rare shots fired in defence. But he had no
time to look back. As his horse carried him impetuously
towards the stream of men advancing against him he chose
his man. A soldier in a short, pleated sheepskin was galloping
towar-ds him on a grey, not very fresh horse. As though
by the light of a flash of lightning, for one elusive moment
Gregor saw the horse with a white star on its foam-flecked
chest, the rider with his crimson, excited, youthful face,
and behind him the broad, sombre expanse of the steppe
stretching away to the Don. The next moment he would
have to avoid a blow and wield his sabre. When some
ten yards from the rider Gregor swung his body sharply
over to the left. He heard the cutting whistle of a sabre
above his head and, jerking himself upright in the saddle,
touched the man on the head with the very point of his
sabre as he passed. His hand hardly felt the force of the
blow but, looking back, he saw the man sag and slowly
slip out of the saddle, and saw a thick stream of blood on
the back of his yellow sheepskin coat. The grey horse
slackened down into a fast trot, running sideways as though
afraid of its own shadow, its head carried wildly high in
the air.
Gregor dropped over his horse's neck, and instinctively
lowered his sabre. The bullets whistled thinly and sharply
over his head. The animal's ears quivered as they lay flat
against its head, and at the ends of them the sweat hung
in beads. Gregor heard only the fierce whistle of a bullet
fired after him and the sharp, panting breath of his horse.
He looked back again, and saw Fomin and Chumakov;
Kapaiin was a good hundred yards behind them and, still